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Spingarn: Old Father Hubbard

Lawrence P. Spingarn

OLD FATHER HUBbARD
Ch-a-a-rley Hubbardl You come herel"
He heard his sister's voice as he reached the top of the
cellar stairs, a bit unsteady from the old brandy he had
rediscovered in the cask lying behind the ash barrels. He had been
poking about to find what else could be sold or pawned. The furnace was out, and now he was shivering, but less from the cold
than because of Miss Elizabeth's frigid, forbidding voice.
"You coming, Charley?"
"Yes, ma'amI"
He had always addressed Miss Elizabeth with respect; she was
older than he and had helped to raise him long ago. Now, though
confined to her wheelchair, she could still make herself heard
in all the twenty rooms, upstairs and down. The house, long
neglected and shut off from the town, had become a burden to
them in back taxes alone. Both old people skimped by on Miss
Elizabeth's pension. Sometimes Charley ushered at the high
school or clerked in the mayor's office; more often, he loafed at
the fire station or on the porch of the Commercial House.
uYes, ma'am?" he inquired briskly, shuming into the parlor in
creased and broken shoes.
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Miss Elizabeth had faded beautifully. She sat stiftly in her chair,
fixed there by the pain of arthritis. Her white hair was brushed
b~ck severely, and her lips, faintly rouged, looked as if pins had
just dropped from them. The extra yards of her black silk dress
were skillfully drap'ed over the wheels of the chair, quite conceal.~
ingthem.
"First," she said primly, utake off your hat. Want to look at
you:'
Surprised, Charley snatched at his shiny black bowler and with
the other hand patted down a stray lock of pinkish-white hair.
Old pictures memorialized him as a stout little man with red hair,
a bristling mustache, and shell-blue eyes with smile wrinkles at
their comers. Now he was shrunken; ,his unaltered clothes hung
grotesquely. Only his eyes ~ere still optimistic an~unimpaired.
"Well, you'll do," Miss Elizabeth announced after looking him
up and down. uWhere's your boutonniere?"
Ult's winter still, ma'am. Ain't no flowers about."
uAren't, Brother," she corrected him, and looked at her watch.
"It's time you went shopping. I suppose you don't have any
money."
Charley closed one eye to deliberate. Money had become the
.least evil in his life; years ago he aid not have to fret about its
scarcity, but now there were the empty years ahead, and Hubbard's Mill was no long~ in the family. His eyes, snapping open,
strayed across to the inlaid cherrywood secretary, but Miss Elizabeth read their thoughts.
uThat desk is not for sale, Charley. It belonged to our grandfather, William Hubbard, Governor of the State."
'IOh," he said quickly. 1 (orgot. You sure there's nothing for
dinner?"
"Quite sure," Miss Elizabeth said.
"Well~ I'll bring something back," Charley promised.
uNothing buys nothing," his sister called after him. "You better get a job before you talk so big. Trouble with you is you idle
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away the time. I s~iled you, Charley Hubbard, that's for sure--;."
Eager to escape her tongue, Charley went into the hall and
opened the closet where wraps were kept. He looked for his overcoat before he recalled that it was 5014, but then his groping
fingers closed on the soft wool of a muHler. Standing at the mirror,
he wound the muftler tightly about his throat and tucked the ends
into his jacket. He selected a cane from the brass stand beneath
the hatrack, a thin but sturdy malacca that he twirled several
times in the face of his reflection. Then he sauntered to the side
door, opened it, and stood for a moment at the top of the steps
beneath the carriage porch.
Although it was late March, the snow still lay in fungus-like
patches about the lawn and in wind-shaped half domes along the
crippled fence that bordered the property. A mean little wind
jostled the bushes. The wooden walk from the unused front door
to the street was mended with sheets of ice, and where the sun had
stayed overlong were rippling puddles of snow water. The elms,
ignoring the boundary which the sagging front gate tried to impose on them, marched in pairs down a short blockonce the Hubbard driveway but now part of the town.
Charley descended the steps, thrust his ~cane into the ground for
support, and turned the comer of the house. Cocking up his eyes,
he noticed the sagging roof drains and the spots where shingles
needed replacing. He paused -at the kennel and poked his cane
into its opening, raking out twigs and wet leaves. Merlin was a
fine dog. Yes sir, he could do any number of tricks. But Merlin
haddied last year, and Charley shook his head sadly. Then a stray
thought caused his face to light up; he whistled suddenly and
twirled his cane.
He passed more quickly down the wooden walk, but, as he
went, he ~eard his stomach pleading and growling. He swung
open the heavy gate with difficulty. The pavement was icy; he had
to watch every step. At the comer spiteful wind lay in wait, but
Charley ducked, clutched his bowler, and got away safely. He was
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considering the store fronts now. The A Be P was too crowded, and
he had been there too recently. In the, window of Morton's Market a sleek cat blinked at him indifferently; he did not like the
dark interior, took the emptiness for a bad omen, and passed on.
Lachance's appeared middling busy. Its refrigerated window,
wide and clean, displayed the meat attractively. Here was the
right placel Charley braced himself on the cane and stretched to
his full height. He pulled at his mustache reflected in the glass
and tried a smile or two for their effect. Taking off his bowler, he
brushed it with his sharp elbow and restored it to his head. Only
a flower was missing from his buttonhole, but that couldn't be
helped. Winter held a curious logic of its own, and gave nothing
for nothing.
.
The heavy door dismayed the old man, but he neatly dodged
a stout lady emerging with bundles and skipped through into
Lachance's. Now to wait for opportunity. Smiling with the sad
knowledge of experience, Charley held his cane stifBy against his
side, his heart alone beating time. People eddied about him,
keeping a respectful distance and not staring either. That was as
it should be, Charley reflected. After all, as Miss Elizabeth said so
often, he was still a Hubbard, but now he felt a hand on his arm.
"Charley Hubbard? That you?"
The inquiring face that went with the hand looked kindly and
teasingly familiar.
"Minnie Tealel" he said. "Always nice to meet you. Yes, even
here."
Mrs. Teale, the visiting nurse who gave his sister free treatments, settled her chins and chuckled warmly.
"You never change," she declared. "How's Sister?"
"Fair,.thank you. I'm just buying her supper."
Mrs. Teale patted his arm and pointed to the display.
"Get liver, Charley. That's best for her.'~
"Liver?" he said, looking at the price and wincing. "Ab, yes.
Of course."
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"Nextt" the clerk shouted, and there was no escaping now from
the line. Charley squared his shoulders and reddened a~ the
clerk's searching look. He dared not look around at Mrs. Teale;
perhaps she had gone out.
"Next! You're next, old feller."
"Yes, I'm quite aware-You see, I'd like a bone with a bit of
meat on it. Merlin likes bones. He-"
"Merlin!" the clerk snapped. "Who's he?"
"My dog, of course," Charley said, looking the clerk full in the
eye. "You must have seen me with him? Usually, I buy him hamburger, but today-"
"What about today, Mister?"
The clerk's solemnity had deepened. When another clerk
nudged him and winked, he did not smile.
"Today?" Charleysaid unhappily. "Why, today-If
"What does this Merlin look like?" the clerk insisted.
The second clerk laughed and clapped his hands.
"Hell, Otis!" he said. "You!re looking right at him!"
One customer laughed, then another. And the clerks picked up
mirth like chopped meat and slapped it down on the scales of
Charley Hubbard's patience. Soon the whole store was gorged
with laughter, but tears came to the old man's eyes. His lips
pearled with saliva, his cheeks loose on their bones, and his frayed
cuff showing, he shook his fist at the clerk named Otis.
"Stop itl" Charley ordered. "Why, you damned young f001l I'll
never trade here again, that's what! Laugh at me, win you? If I
were twenty years younger, I'd drub some respect into you. Respect, that's what I want. Respectf"
Turning, noticing the other customers, his face white and hollow, Charley Hubbard danced a saraband of rage.
"You tool" he screamed. urn teach folks to laugh at me!"
Somebody-it may have been· Mr. Lachance himself-swung
Charley about and ~tarted him for the door. Profiting by the push,
the old man tottered forward against Mrs. Teale, who was b e h i n d ; /
OLD FATHER HUBBARD
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him all this tim~. She grasped his arm and tucked her bundle beneath it, took hold of the door, and thrust him out. She was the
only one who didrt't laugh.
"Stewing beef," she called after him, coming out of the store.
"Just as good as liver:'
In the street there was no laughter. Charley skidded around
th~ comer and slowed to a nervous walk beneath the sedate elms.
He stopIXTd at his own gate, turning the bundle over and over,
sniffing it 'hungrily. There was quite enough for 'Miss Elizabeth
and himself. His luck had improved; tomorrow, goodness knows,
he might have more luck. A smile broke on his faFe and he went
up the wooden walk a much younger man.
"Elizabeth?" he inquired inside. "0, Elizabetht"
Charley was still beaming when he appea~ed in the parlor and
held out the offering. His sister put on her 'glasses, peered coldly
at the bundle, and tightened her lips. When he told her what the
bundle contained, she removed her glasses and closed her eyes
wearily.
"If you stole it, Charley, I won't touch a bit:'
At these words even hunger left him. After what 'he had been
through, he did not have the energy to explain or protest. He
lowered the bundle, looked a~ her reproachfully, and turned
toward the kitchen.
:
"Stolen or borrowed," he said, "it's still bett~ than nothing.
When it's ready, I'll call you:'
A few minutes later Miss. Elizabeth smelt the stew. Charley
had sliced in onions, flavored it with spices, and softened the impact with potatoes and carrots. By six o'clock the odor was overpowering, and Miss Elizabeth began to fidget in her chair. It was
odd that Charley had not called her yet. When half an hour more
had passed, she tucked her skirts up into the chair and wheeled
herself to the kitchen. Although the stew was simmering on the
range, Charley was not there. She ~Iled his name and even
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opened the door into the ell, but there was no response. As Miss
Elizabeth ate, rain' fell in big drops that would melt the last of
themo~
\
When Miss Elizabeth went to bed in her small chamber off the
parlor, she left the door purposely ajar. If Charley came down
stairs, she would call him in..It would not hurt to apologize to
him for her suspicion. He might wive learned his lesson at last.
The old woman lay awake for.anhour, inhaling the musty scent
of pressed flowers. Just before her eyes closed, she smiled in the
dark and uttered a gentle sigh. Charley was a gOod boy. He might
even amount to something.yet. He had been spoiled, that was
all..••
MIS. Teale arrived very early the next morning. She had come
to give Miss Elizabeth a massage, but~ teased by another concern,
she did not ask the health of her patient•.
UWhere"s Mr. Hubbard?" she called from the back hall, setting
down her canvas bag and stamping mud from her feet. UMethim
in Lachance"s yesterday.afternoon. Seems he forgot his purse, so
I gave him what I'd bought:'
Miss Elizabeth answered vaguely. Her hands clasped and un·
clasped in her lap. Al~ough she endured her treatment stoically,
Mrs. Teale saw the tears in her eyes and put them doWn to pain.
uMinnie," Miss Elizabeth said when she was dressed again,
"just run upstairs like a good woman and see if Charley's still
asleep. But don"t disturb him if he is:"
Mrs. Teale found Charley's bed untouched. The other rooms
were empty, so Mrs. Teale left the house. Footprints in the mud
led her to the cellar doors beneath the kit~en windows. The pad-.
lock had been removed; one of the doors sagged open. Darkness
and the unmistakable smell of liquor did not reassure Mrs. Teale,
yet she crept bravely down the steps. When a large rat scampered
along the pipe leading to the extinct furnace and dropped to the
ground with a plump thud, the'good womandrew back with a cry
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of alarm. Then she saw a man's stockinged foot protruding from
a pile of sackiJig behind a stout cask. Putting the evidence together, Minnie Teale added the weight of her code and arrived
at a judgment:
"Charley?" she began. ·'iCharley ~ubbard! The very idea, sleeping here all night and worrying your poor sister! Lansakes, Charley, wake upl"
Famished and faint in his strange bed, the old m~ sat up with
difficulty. His lips were blue with the cold, his cheeks pinched
and mottled. In one stiff, gloved hand h~ still grasped the cane
of his pretensions, nor had he forgotten his buttonhole, now ornamented by a snowdrop, the first flower to break through winter's crust. As the scolding mood ebbed frQm Mrs. Teale, she
began to laugh without constraint.
"I declare, Charley Hubbard! Here you ar.e; you with a comfy
bed upstairs, sleeping like a baby in a damp cellar. Charley, you'll..
just never change, will you now?"
"Huh?" he muttered in cOlifusion. "Oh, it's you-"
"It's me, all right," Mrs. Teale said, putting her hands on her
hips. "You'd just better march yourself upstairs and get cleaned
up 'fore Miss Elizabeth sets eyes on you. You hear?"
"Sure thing," Charley agreed, chuckling halfheartedly as he
arose. "Ow-wi My back's fit to kill me."
"Serves you rightl.. Mrs. Teale maintained as C~arley hobbled
after her. "What did you expect after such a night-miracles?"
Angry and rufHed once again, )finnie Teale climbed out of the
cellar, leaving Charley there to look around for the last time~ Another day, another dollar. Was that the saying? Trouble was, he
didn't have a cent. And that cask had been sucked as dry as goose
feathers.
"Yepl" he said to himself, bright-eyed and optimistic once
more, nodding at the floor above where righteous feet resounded.
"Miracles. She took the very word right out of my mouthl"
And he tottered hopefully toward the light.
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